Emerald Studies in Death and Culture provides an outlet for cross-disciplinary exploration of aspects of mortality. The series creates a new forum for the publication of interdisciplinary research that approaches death from a cultural perspective. Published texts will be at the forefront of new ideas, new subjects, new theoretical applications and new explorations of less conventional cultural engagements with death and the dead.
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Acknowledgments xiii In a period that has seen a shift from burial to cremation, the replacement of the horse-drawn hearse by motor vehicles, the introduction of embalming and the growth of large funeral firms operating on a centralised basis, there has also been an increasing preference by the industry for the description 'undertaker' to be replaced with 'funeral director'. Endorsing the desire to be perceived as a professional, this new term reflects the increase in responsibility and complexity of funerals acquired during the twentieth century. This book draws together research I have carried out over the last 20 years. Some material was presented in 1997 to the University of Westminster as a thesis entitled 'Change and Development in the British Funeral Industry, with Special Reference to the Period 1960-1990'. Teaching on the foundation degree in Funeral Service at the University of Bath prompted the revision of the original along with new material, a move greatly assisted by unlimited access to the Undertakers' Journal/Funeral Service Journal and the BUA Monthly/National Funeral Director/Funeral Director Monthly.
xvi Preface
The development of the British funeral industry is a vast subject. It is hoped that this first text on the subject will provide a good starting point for anyone wishing to become acquainted with a fascinating but largely unexplored part of our social and industrial history.
Brian Parsons introduction
The occupation of the undertaker first emerged in the seventeenth century as a supplier of coffins, funerary paraphernalia and the means of transport to the place of burial. However, as the disposal of the dead has gradually increased in complexity, the work and role of the undertaker has mirrored this change by beginning to include care for the body and provision of the place of repose in the interval between death and the funeral. This responsibility for the custody of and access to the dead has also presented the opportunity to carry out embalming. Other developments have also impacted on the role, such as changes to the production of coffins and the shift to motorised transport. These factors, together with the issue of succession for family funeral businesses, have coincided with the growth through acquisition of the large organisation. Managing funerals on a centralised basis where all capital-intensive resources are organised in a single location enables operational efficiencies to be achieved through the control of high fixed overheads. Despite this structural change, the independent/family owned business continues to dominate funeral service in the UK in terms of market share.
It is against this background of organisational change that the occupation has sought to reposition itself from 'undertaker' to 'funeral director' in an attempt to gain recognition as a professional service provider. The formation of a trade association, the launch of a code of practice, the education of funeral directors and attempts at registration have been components of this process. In striving for this status, however, the funeral director has been hindered by two key issues of stigmatisation: handling the dead and making a profit from loss.
Predominantly historical in approach, the first six chapters explore how care towards the body, coffins, transport and the structure of the industry have changed over the twentieth century. Chapter 1 examines the emergence of the first undertakers, followed by an appraisal of change during the nineteenth century. The concluding section identifies the three key factors that have impacted upon funeral directors during the twentieth century: custody of the dead body, cremation and the funeral reform movement. Chapters 2-6 explore the effects of these changes. Possession of the body and the provision of chapels of rest and embalming are covered in Chapters 2 and 3, while Chapter 4 examines how coffins have changed through increased use of technology and the impact of cremation. The shift from animate power to motor hearse together with the use of alternative funerary transport is considered in Chapter 5. The combined effects of these changes and the challenges facing small firms have enabled the growth of the large firms. This period of expansion is appraised in Chapter 6. The penultimate chapter assesses attempts by external organisations to regulate the industry in an attempt to control funeral costs, while the final chapter identifies seven key areas in the process of professionalisation as the undertaker has sought to become the funeral director.
